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“The blood is the life.”
Bela Lugosi in Dracula 
(Tod Browning, 1931)
T
he cutting and opening of a human 
body (dead or alive) in order to remove 
an internal organ from it would, if wit-
nessed, make many a human faint. Th e 
emotional power of this image (as well as those 
of ‘slasher’ movies, as long as we will be talking 
about movies) is certainly due to our extrava-
gant awareness that each of us is a unique and 
separate physical entity that can’t be violated 
without catastrophic consequences. The all-
encompassing power of human self-awareness 
is projected through our culture. For example, 
among some, self-awareness has become the last 
true marker of the animal–human boundary and 
that which defi nes humanity, but the need to deny 
self-awareness to other animals is a telltale sign 
of the idea’s primordial importance to us. Th e 
historical record of elaborate ceremonies that 
accompany acts of cannibalism is also 
very telling; the universality of these 
ceremonies refl ects a human longing 
for emotional resonance at the use of 
the human body.
Inasmuch as throughout history 
humans have endowed the taking of 
human fl esh with emotional ceremony, it 
is worth asking how modern society has 
ritualized organ transplantation. What 
is striking, upon refl ection, is that a for-
mal ‘transplantation (or organ donation) 
ceremony’ has not developed and that, 
despite widespread talk about altruism 
and sacrifi ce and despite its profound social rami-
fi cations, organ harvesting, from cadavers as well 
as from the living, is fundamentally a lonely aff air. 
Perhaps the deeper understanding of the physical 
world brought about by scientifi c thought of the 
last two centuries allows us to perform the violence 
at the center of organ donation without endowing 
it with magic. Not everybody has been unaff ected, 
however, and a variety of artists, the current inter-
preters of the indefi nable human, have begun to 
focus on organ transplantation.
It is a fi tting convergence that transplantation, 
a twentieth-century procedure, has found its best 
artistic treatment in cinema, the century’s most 
important art form. Nephrologists are well aware 
of the seismic changes that followed the introduc-
tion of calcineurin inhibitors and the subsequent 
avalanche of press reports on dramatic cases, and 
opinion pieces on the need for additional organs 
as well as on the mechanisms and ethics of how 
to obtain them. Th is media attention did not go 
unnoticed by the fi lm industry, and over the last 
few years filmmakers around the world have 
made several movies in which transplantation of 
an organ is at the center of the narrative. I briefl y 
comment on the most notable.
Dirty Pretty Th ings, directed by Stephen Frears 
and released in 2002 (United Kingdom), is a 
marvelous look at the troubles and triumphs 
of several illegal immigrants in a metropolis of 
a rich country. Among many stories, harvest-
ing of kidneys for profi t slowly and insidiously 
becomes one of the fi lm’s narrative strands and 
takes center stage in the last part of the movie. 
Although the action takes place in present-day 
London, the depth of the char-
acters and the skillful touch 
of the director in presenting 
their lives give them univer-
sal relevance; they inhabit a 
world wherein nothing can 
be assured, trouble appears 
when least expected, and the 
smallest difference in social 
power is exploited. Yet, like a 
magician, Frears endows all 
his characters, exploiters and 
innocents alike, with tran-
scending dignity. Even Señor 
Juan (an arresting performance by the Catalan 
actor Sergi López), who, as the middleman of 
the kidney transplantation traffi  c, is presented as 
a repulsive human being, comes across as hav-
ing some standards and self-respect. It is read-
ily understood that he also lives in hell and that 
he is, in turn, probably exploited by someone 
else. If all of this sounds grim, the movie could 
not be more entertaining, optimistic, and even 
uplift ing. It is the gift  of the true artist to look at 
dark corners of human behavior and fi nd beauty. 
Dirty Pretty Th ings is a fantastic movie by one of 
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Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance (Boksuneun naui 
geot; South Korea), by Chan-wook Park, one of 
the luminaries of the current Korean fi lm ren-
aissance, was also released in 2002. Th e central 
character is a deaf, mute, and naive young man 
whose sister has end-stage renal disease. He 
works in an extremely noisy factory, but, because 
of his handicap, he’s oblivious to his surround-
ings. Yet he is consumed by the need to fi nd a 
kidney for his sister and chases one in both the 
legitimate medical establishment and the organ-
trafficking underworld. The former makes it 
fi nancially prohibitive, while his dealings with the 
latter misfi re, and he is left  with no money or kid-
ney. Encouragement by a politically radical and 
naive girlfriend propels him to dangerous action, 
which, despite his good intentions, leads to cata-
strophically ruinous results, culminating in the 
kidnapping and death of an innocent young girl. 
Aft er the girl’s death, the fi lm changes tone and 
becomes a vengeance sonata, not fully integrated 
into the broad social and personal narrative of the 
fi rst half, as the girl’s father goes on a rampage in 
which even the most sadistic action is unable to 
silence his grief. Th e fi lm’s narrative power and 
compelling images are truly stunning, and Chan-
wook Park manages to convey a powerful message 
about the beauty and vulnerability of the human 
body and experience, in a way that artists such as 
Caravaggio have done for centuries.
21 Grams, directed by Alejandro González 
Iñárritu and released in 2003 (United States), is 
a Hollywood production with a stellar cast. Th e 
fi lm uses the recently popular nonlinear narrative 
to present several unconnected characters whom 
random events force into each other’s lives. Th e 
killing, during a hit-and-run traffi  c accident, of 
a young man and his two infant daughters gives 
the central character, an academic affl  icted with 
end-stage heart failure, a second chance at life. 
The movie achingly and powerfully conveys 





for the killing, to 
the suddenly child-
less new widow, to 
the spurned wife of 
the now invigorated 
recipient, they all 
are left  diminished. 
Of course, the three 
dead people aren’t 
even characters in 
the fi lm and are all but forgotten to the viewer. 
It is an entertaining and dignifi ed fi lm, but, for 
all its pyrotechnics, it is a modest work. It lacks 
the energy and authenticity that character-
ized Amores Perros (2000), the fi lm that made 
González Iñárritu famous worldwide and put 
him smack in the middle of Hollywood’s radar 
screen. His move from his native Mexico to Hol-
lywood, once upon a time the incubator of the 
world’s best fi lms, left  him somewhat tentative. 
Th e disheartening decline of Hollywood as the 
center of innovative cinema is as much self-
infl icted as the result of powerful social forces 
beyond its control. Indeed, the title of the movie, 
21 Grams, refers to the belief that aft er death the 
human body decreases its weight by 21 grams. 
Th e use of this title, with its denial of the hard-
gained materialistic understanding of human 
life, could not be more telling about the current 
cultural climate.
T h e  In t r u d e r 
(L’Intrus; France), 
directed by Claire 
Denis and released 
in 2004, is a fasci-
nating and myste-
rious film. Denis 
took the title and 
basic idea from a 
booklet by a French 
philosopher named 
Jean-Luc Nanc y 
who had had a heart 
transplant and called the experience a “meta-
physical adventure.” Th e movie narrative, like 
many artworks, defi es easy description. Briefl y, 
a late-middle-aged yet strong and handsome 
man (Michel Subor, in a stunning performance), 
living in a deserted, mountainous, and snowy 
landscape (the French–Swiss border), has some 
problem with his heart. His profound isolation, 
not even relieved during intimacy with his lover, 
dominates the fi lm’s early mood. His distant and 
uneasy relationship with an adult son who lives 
nearby adds to his separateness and restless-
ness. To placate these feelings, he sets off  on an 
undefi ned search, and the fi lm moves from its 
confi ning snowy landscape to the rarefi ed world 
of Swiss international banking, to the industrial 
landscape of South Korea, to the paradise of the 
South Pacifi c, where long ago he may have had 
a son. He travels and searches, perhaps for a 
heart transplant, perhaps for something illegal 
(a heart transplant in the black market?), per-
haps for a lost son and for deliverance. As fi lm 
critic Damon Smith succinctly and beautifully 
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said, it is “a tale of inner and outer traveling,”1 
and at the core of the fi lm is the restlessness of 
the main character, living between rejection and 
acceptance of his own life.
On the lighter side, mention should be made of 
Body Parts (1991, Eric Red; United States), a hila-
rious tale of multiorgan transplantation. A young 
middle-aged man is introduced as the benevo-
lent master of his nearly too perfect domain. He 
lives in domestic bliss in a comfortable house, 
with a beautiful wife, a happy family life, and an 
interesting job. For the fi lm buff , a vast archive of 
previous American movies (most made during 
the 1950s) telegraphs that this is a parody of the 
morality tales that suggest a mythic time before 
‘loss of innocence’. In such tales, the catastrophe 
that soon occurs derives its power from the pre-
ceding happiness and innocence. On cue, the cen-
tral character is soon involved in a car accident 
and loses an arm. As he reels from the tragedy, 
potential salvation is presented in the suggestion 
of an arm transplant from a death row inmate. 
Our hero’s life appears to return to bliss aft er suc-
cessful surgery, but his inner life is disturbed by 
nightmares and unexplained mood swings. Th at 
something is amiss is made obvious when he hits 
his supportive wife, an act that clearly horrifi es 
him but also triggers ambiguous feelings. Luck-
ily, our hero is a crime psychologist and has the 
scientifi c method at his fi ngertips; looking for 
the cause of his troubles, he encounters other 
transplant recipients who share the same donor. 
Among the most riotous episodes that follow is 
one in which he fi nds a previously unsuccess-
ful painter who tells him that since receiving 
his transplanted hand he can’t sell his paintings 
quickly enough and doesn’t care about minor side 
eff ects. But soon, things get complicated and the 
bodies start accumulating, because, as the movie’s 
tag line says, “Th e transplant was a success. Th en 
the donor came to take it back.”
Th is brief review makes evident that fi lmmakers 
have found in organ transplantation an inspiring 
and rich source in which everything from hope, 
to physical violence, to integrity of the self, the 
solitude of human existence, and the stark reali-
ties of social inequality can be addressed. It is 
likely that with the ever-expanding number of 
transplants, more artists will use organ trans-
plantation as a motif in their work. It is indeed a 
compelling motif, because it questions our idea 
of self and the parameters of the society in which 
we live. Interestingly, in two of the reviewed fi lms, 
Frears’s Dirty Pretty Th ings and Chan-wook Park’s 
Sympathy for Mr. Vengeance, the destructive intru-
sion of commerce and inequality in health care is 
starkly presented as one of their central points. 
Nephrologists and other health-care providers 
directly involved in organ transplantation or in 
designing its policy rules may do well to listen 
to what artists say about these issues. First-rate 
artists, like fi rst-rate scientists, see farther sooner 
than most of us. It is thus telling that artists have 
used the introduction of monetary incentives in 
the exchange of human organs as a powerful alle-
gory for a corrupt and unjust system. Given the 
current theological belief (particularly among the 
privileged) that market forces are best at solving 
all social problems, including organ transplan-
tation,2–4 it is ironic that fi lmmakers use organ 
transplantation to present a strong denial of this 
belief. Th is is unsurprising. Despite the fact that 
all human societies have been structured to ben-
efi t those with most power, the historical record 
shows that for an act with the violence, sacrifi ce, 
and threat to the idea of the self intrinsic in organ 
harvesting, humans have always developed a com-
forting and meaning-giving ceremony. Th at we 
lack this ceremony has left  a void in our society 
that artists, the shamans of our times, are slowly 
fi lling. Th eir message, so far, is that introduc-
tion of unequal displays of power (for example, 
monetary rewards) into transplantation practice 
violates the human aesthetics of the transaction, 
leaving all involved much diminished.
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